the region, and the impressive body of work they left behind deserves to be remembered both on its own terms and as a monument to a once energetic cadre of scholars.
Grouping intellectuals, including the Prairie Historians, is always difficult. The Romantics, the Southern Agrarians, the New York Intellectuals, and the British Marxist historians, for example, all defy tidy categories, yet the thrust of their work and attitudes have at times been successfully captured by their chroniclers. The main currents of their thought and their collective "mind" can be mapped and described while giving due consideration to the nuances, intricacies, and contradictions within their work. Not all of the characteristics that unite the Prairie Historians apply to all of them all of the time, of course, but the unifying elements are reasonably strong. Many of the Prairie Historians were born in the prairie Midwest, often on midwestern farms, and were inclined to study their home region. They supported local history, state historical societies, and regional journals focused on the prairie Midwest. They admired Frederick Jackson Turner, studied the political and economic development of the Midwest, and embraced democracy as a central theme in their histories; more particularly, they focused on law, farming, Populism, land and geography, and social history. Their collective effort yielded a raft of major books and several Pulitzer prizes.
ANY DISCUSSION of the foundations of midwestern history must begin with Frederick Jackson Turner of Wisconsin. When Turner began his study of history in the 1880s, the writing of history, Curtis Nettels noted, "was almost a monopoly of the Atlantic seaboard." Breaking with eastern historians, who saw midwestern culture and institutions as derivative and imitative and who largely ignored happenings beyond the Hudson River, Turner argued that midwestern settlers advanced American democratic practices on the frontier. His work begat a tradition of historical writing about and from the Midwest. Turner said that he saw his famous frontier thesis as "a protest against eastern neglect." The Prairie Historians took cues from Turner and developed a pattern of thought and a network of personalities, affiliations, and institutions that congealed into an early twentiethcentury movement to advance the cause of studying the history of the Midwest. At the AHA meeting in Madison, Wisconsin, in December 1907, the leaders of the new MVHA adopted a constitution, declaring that the "object of the Association shall be to promote historical study and research and to secure cooperation between the historical societies and the departments of history of the Mississippi Valley." The new organization set its first meeting for Lake Minnetonka, Minnesota, in June 1908. The AHA continued to refuse to work with the MVHA, so the budding organization subsequently met on its own in St. Louis and Iowa City and again in Lincoln. Throughout the next decade, despite midwesterners' attempts to assert a stronger voice, the "domination" of the profession by easterners "continued unabated, as did resentment in the outback." In 1915 the MVHA president signed a circular on MVHA letterhead lending support to "reformers" within the AHA who wanted to break the eastern clique that dominated that organization. The MVHA found an audience by drawing on this midwestern regionalist impulse AMONG THE FOUNDERS of the MVHA were Clarence W. Alvord of the University of Illinois and Benjamin F. Shambaugh of the University of Iowa. Alvord took over the presidency of the MVHA during its first year when the original president, from Alabama, complained about the first meeting being held too far north in Minnesota and lost interest. Alvord was a strong proponent of maintaining the MVHA's regional distinctiveness and fought the cooptation efforts of the AHA, which, he argued, was too focused on the East and which, he noted, was mounting "a good deal of opposition" to the new MVHA. Alvord thought that the "development of the Northeast, particularly of New England, [had] usurped too prominent a place in the annals of America" and that eastern historians were prone to erroneous "blunders" about western history. In addition to leading the MVHA, Alvord also collected, edited, and published many records from early Illinois history, served as the editor of the Illinois Historical Collections, led the Illinois Historical Survey, and wrote books about the history of Illinois. Frederic Logan Paxson, who sympathized with the effort to break the "northern tide-water point of view," wrote in the 1920s that the "sound scholarship of Alvord 99-118. cleared the ground" for the development of western history. 16 Shambaugh was a native Iowan born on a farm in Clinton County and, although formally a political scientist, served as the superintendent and editor of the publications of the State Historical Society of Iowa in Iowa City from 1907 to 1940. In keeping with the anti-eastern posture, populist spirit, and public orientation of the MVHA, Shambaugh emphasized the value of reaching a general audience, bringing high school teachers into the association, and studying subjects such as constitutional development to generate a "commonwealth" history usable by the citizenry. Shambaugh praised the MVHA for the "absence of that smugness which too often finds its way into historical societies." the historical societies in the country than the American Historical Review is." Shambaugh said that there was "no reason why readability, accuracy, and scholarship cannot be combined in the same article." Alvord agreed. He sought to publish articles that were "clear" and "self-explanitory" [sic] and that would serve the "great public" instead of being limited to "specialists." Such a policy, he said, was "not contrary to scientific work." Thus the MVHR became the "organ of the Westerners." 21 The The Prairie Historians' dedication to state historical societies was complemented by an intense commitment to state and local history. In his 1923 presidential address to the MVHA, Solon Buck lauded the increasingly "scientific" work of the "historical societies of the Mississippi valley" but also noted the growing interest among the region's historians in state and local history. Buck's student Theodore Blegen, who earned a Ph.D. at Minnesota and followed Buck as superintendent of the Minnesota Historical Society, denounced the "inverted provincialism" of "urbane and cosmopolitan" scholars who dismissed "regionalists" and "rejected the near-at-hand as local and insignificant." Buck praised Blegen's work on Minnesota history, and Frederick Merk said James Malin's study of prairie locales set "a pattern for local history that much needs to be followed." Throughout his career, Allan Bogue would honor Malin's ad- monition that "the good historian should master both local and national history." John Hicks echoed Malin's point, arguing that the historian "should be able to weave into the national story the complicated contributions of localities, states, and sections, and yet not lose himself in insignificant detail." Only on the basis of strong local histories, the Prairie Historians argued, could larger interpretations properly be made. They found it frustrating that other observers failed to see the larger importance of local history and that they continued to treat it as "provincial." Malin noted that local history had been in "disrepute" and lamented the "virtual elimination of local history from the scene." In place of historical writing "from the top down," Malin argued for a "bottom up" history that recognized "the basic fact that all history of human activity must necessarily start from the individual at a particular time and place." organizers of the MVHA worked diligently to attract historians at regional universities such as Minnesota, Kansas, Nebraska, Michigan, Missouri, Iowa, Cincinnati, and Chicago. The Prairie Historians also tried to keep the presidency of the MVHA in the hands of scholars who focused on western history. Alvord thought the MVHA would become a "laughing stock" by going "so far afield as to elect a modern history scholar for our presi- This dedication to the regional dimension of midwestern history stemmed from Turner's leadership. Since Turner first challenged the dominance of the East and promoted the study of the Midwest, regionalism was thought to be "synonymous with Frederick Jackson Turner." Turner was, after all, a "son of the Prairies," and his writings were "in fact predicated largely upon the unique conditions of the Prairie West and became the basis of an historical school that had its center in that region." As early as 1887 Turner had said that he would focus "chiefly upon the Northwest and more generally upon the Mississippi Valley" and those "peopling the prairie." Turner remained attuned to "state resistance to the nationalizing process" and regional "resistance to national homogeneity." Michael Steiner argues that the "furor" over the frontier thesis has "blinded" historians to "Turner's more persistent concern" with regionalism, which led him to win the Pulitzer Prize. The "rallying cry" for regional history, Fulmer Mood once reminded historians, "came from Turner, at Madison." 69 While amenable to Turner's regionalist ethos and his emphasis on the role of the Midwest in American history, the Prairie Historians were certainly willing to modify his findings. If Turner and some Prairie Historians had emphasized the rapid Americanization of immigrant settlers in the Midwest, others were closely attuned to ethnic persistence. Theodore Blegen, for example, who became a professor at Minnesota, always advocated more work on the "immigrant factor." If Turner had emphasized the uniqueness of frontier democracy too much and had not adequately accounted for European and eastern precedents, the Prairie Historians accepted the critics' points. If Turner saw the frontier as a social "safety valve" for the nation, the Prairie Historians recognized that the frontier did less to relieve pressure on the body politic than Turner thought. Paxson rather enjoyed the "good row" during the 1930s over Turner's "'safety valve' idea." A number of the Prairie Historians did, however, carry on Turner's emphasis on the prairie Midwest as a unique meeting ground where diverse peoples and cultures successfully mixed, giving rise to a more egalitarian social order. The distinctions between the North and South were more pronounced in the East, Alvord said, but in the West there was more "friendly intercourse" among peoples. Paxson described the mixing of colonial settlers and German and Scotch-Irish immigrants in the midwestern backcountry and explained how their "divergent and contradictory traits" were brought into the "melting pot of the interior valleys" and "speedily submerged in the common nationality." Carlyle Buley noted the "dual heritage" of paternalistic New England Puritanism and "Scotch-Irish frontier individualism" in the Midwest. John Barnhart described the many "racial and national strains" in the Midwest, including the important role of southern immigrants. Because of this great diversity, Libby said, midwestern history was "amply continental, never petty or sectional." While recognizing cultural persistence among these groups, the Prairie Historians also sought to understand the "solvent power" of the American experience in contrast to a divided and balkanized Europe. The social and ethnic mixing in the Midwest, the Prairie Historians thought, was accompanied by a greater degree of egalitarianism in the region. Shambaugh said that the "frontier was a great leveler" that "fostered the sympathetic attitude" and made "men plain, common, unpretentious" and "really democratic." Most settlers were small landholders and thus, Barnhart said, the Midwest was a "poor man's home" where people participated in civic affairs and the "pretensions of the aristocrats" were shunned. Buley found that on the midwestern frontier egalitarianism was the norm: "Equality was not a theory or creed; it was merely a natural circumstance." The midwesterner thought he could "serve in any political capacity from assistant dog catcher or fence viewer to governor or even president." Buley pointed to nineteenth-century travelers who also noted this egalitarianism and the "American's tendency to profanity, tobacco chewing, and leaning back on the hind legs of a chair, his devotion to newspapers. Merk praised Merle Curti, who was a product of Papillion, Nebraska, and who had studied with Turner at Harvard, for explaining the role of American democratic ideas in the reform efforts of mid-nineteenth-century Germany and German reformers' embrace of the American model of framing a constitution for a new Germany. Merk also appreciated Curti's article outlining European fears of American democracy during the early nineteenth century. Curti had emphasized the extent of anti-Americanism among European conservatives, who saw the new American republic as "dangerous to the established order of the Old World." From Turner to Curti at Wisconsin, where Curti replaced Hicks, and among the Prairie Historians generally, the nation's unique heritage was a given. Indeed, Wisconsin's history department and the Wisconsin Historical Society, Curtis Nettels noted, "fostered writings" that explained "why the United States [was] a distinctive nation." 83 The most important component of the exceptionalist story for the Prairie Historians was the development of American democracy on the midwestern frontier, which constituted a dominant and unifying theme in their writing. Turner set the tone for this emphasis in his 1893 address in which he said that the "most important effect of the frontier has been in the promotion of democracy here and in Europe." In his presidential address to the MVHA in 1952, Curti stressed how Turner had brought the "democratic theme" into American historical discourse. Hicks praised Curti's speech for its attention to the "essentials of democracy" and recounted his own efforts to capture and communicate the "various ingredients of the American concept of democracy" to broader audiences. In Valley of Democracy, which encapsulated many of the democratic themes embraced by the Prairie Historians and summarized much of their work. In the book, after thanking Turner, Alvord, Buck, and Pease, Barnhart explained the "significant victories" for American democracy in the Midwest, where the "aristocracy inherited from colonial days" was destroyed. 84 FOR THE PRAIRIE HISTORIANS, a focus on the development of American democracy involved close attention to law and constitutionalism. Working under Turner at Wisconsin, for example, Orin Libby closely analyzed the bases of support for the ratification of the federal Constitution. Because of its fundamental importance for the legal foundations of the Midwest, the Prairie Historians also extensively studied the Northwest Ordinance. Theodore Pease said that the members of the MVHA considered it "secondary only to the Constitution." Pease had studied constitutional history at the University of Chicago with Andrew McLaughlin, who was born in Beardstown, Illinois, and served as the fifth president of the MVHA. the East and England, providing another qualification to Turner's overemphasis on the uniqueness of frontier conditions. 94 In addition to seeing constitutionalism as a core component of the American democratic tradition, the Prairie Historians paid particular attention to the popular assertion of democratic rights in campaigns and elections. Most prominently, the Prairie Historians saw democratic passions and the influence of backcountry and frontier norms at work in the Populist rebellion of the late nineteenth century; their resulting research gave birth to Populist historiography. Turner called attention to farmer activism, and his more general assertion of the importance of western history served as a "historiographic counterpart of the farmer's revolt." Turner's student Solon Buck began the tradition of focused studies of farmer activism with his book The Granger Movement, which provided the "scholarly foundation" for studying Populism and "opened the way to scores of books and arti- Hicks claimed, Saloutos largely wrote the resulting book with himself as "silent partner in the enterprise." 105 TO STUDY POPULISM is to study farming, and the Prairie Historians, many of them products of midwestern farms, were intense about this enterprise. The midwestern democracy that Turner chronicled had its "economic basis," Barnhart noted, in the small farm; thus Turner actively promoted the study of agricultural history.
Malin thought that Turner's frontier thesis was essentially an "agricultural interpretation of American history." The Prairie Historians followed this course of study by actively promoting the creation of the Agricultural History Society in 1919, which, like the MVHA, was also resisted by the AHA. Supporting and advocating the study of farming was a natural fit for historians focused on the Midwest. In 1934 Iowa State University historian Louis Bernard Schmidt, born in Belle Plaine, Iowa, gave his presidential address to the Agricultural History Society that underscored the centrality of family farming to the region. An "ardent admirer" of Turner and a proud "son of the Middle Border," Schmidt explained the development of farming in the prairie Midwest and the distribution of land that had created 6.5 million farms in the region by 1920. The prairies, he noted, generated over 60 percent of the nation's farm income and gave the nation its secretaries of agriculture. Several Prairie Historians were active in and served as president of the Agricultural History Society and published articles in and served as editors for its journal, Agricultural History. Agricultural history courses were common at land-grant institutions in the Midwest, and those institutions themselves were studied and held in high regard by the Prairie Historians. When he died, Paxson was working on a history of land-grant universities. He was half finished with the book when he told administrators he could not finish, left his study, went to the hospital, and died. The agricultural history genre included Allan Bogue's classic treatment of midwestern farming, From Prairie to Corn Belt. Bogue was raised on a farm in Ontario. When he was considering graduate school, he wrote to the president of the Agricultural History Society and asked for advice on where to study. Bogue decided to study at Cornell with Merk's student Paul Gates, who introduced Bogue to Malin, whom Bogue thanked for his help with From Prairie to Corn Belt. Revealing his own agrarian roots, Bogue argued that such works of history were needed because "city-reared and urban-oriented historians [had] come increasingly to dominate our profession." Bogue chronicled the agrarian settlement of the Iowa and Illinois prairie and sought to focus on "the man with dirt on his hands and dung on his boots." He discussed the settlers' reaction to the prairie experience, where they settled, how they acquired land, where they were from in the states to the east and in Europe, how they built houses and barns, how they plowed, raised livestock, used machinery, and innovated, how they consumed farm newspapers and attended agricultural fairs, and how they dealt with the costs of farming such as credit, taxes, and shipping. Bogue concluded that the "achievements had been striking" for the prairie farmer and that by the end of the nineteenth century the farmer could look back and think it "was good to have pioneered here, to have been an 'old settler,' and made virgin prairie 'productive' by stocking it with fine animals and raising bountiful crops." Bogue thought that prairie farmers had a "strong commercial orientation." Along with other Prairie Historians, he devoted significant attention to the brass tacks of farm economics. His first book, which began as a dissertation under Gates and was made possible by time he spent studying with Malin in Kansas, examined the intricacies of farm mortgages in the Midwest. Bogue's work followed in a tradition that traced back to Turner WHEN STUDYING the economic details of agriculture and the broader story of midwestern farming, the Prairie Historians closely examined land distribution and geography. Bogue's mentor Paul Gates, who devoted the bulk of his career to studying land distribution, believed that no other issue so consumed the federal government in the century after the Revolution. 126 Merk thought that Gates, through his "intensive borings in manuscript collections," was the scholar who had "most effectively modified the Turner hypothesis" by explaining how the distribution of land had been disrupted by speculators. But Merk also thought that Gates had "pushed his ideas rather hard." Merk, Paxson, and Vernon Carstensen all wrote extensively and often critically about federal land policy, and the Prairie Historians called for others to study land policies as well. 127 128 In tandem with their studies of land distribution, Turner and the Prairie Historians all took geography and the role of environmental conditions in the settlement process seriously. In the 1890s Turner had called for the study of the "physiographic basis" of American history and for the historian to work "hand in hand" with "the geologist, the meteorologist, the biologist." The Prairie Historians followed these suggestions and discussed 129 130 soils, grasses, and geographic formations extensively. Malin was particularly interested in what would now be considered environmental history, asking "How much has man modified the ecological setting of history in America?" Malin focused on linking ecology and the natural sciences to historical development. Merk told Malin that he had a "genius for tying in the sciences, and especially the more rapidly developing sciences, with history." "No other American historian," he said, "writes as you do the insights of science and history." After reading Malin's Grassland of North America, Merk responded that he had "not often in recent years read a work as filled as this with new information, ideas, and approaches." The book, he said, "represents a new plateau in our knowledge of western America which historians of the future will have to ascend before they begin their own work." Hicks wished he knew as much about agriculture as Malin and said that Malin's work was "as important as anything that is going on in the historical world." Bogue also praised Malin's work and applied his insights in his own research. Turner's and Malin's differing forms of emphasis on the role of the natural environment shaped the work of the Prairie Historians. In an address to the Agricultural History Society a few weeks after Pearl Harbor, for example, Everett Dick set forth a broad range of environmental adaptations and developments that frontier farmers endured and promoted, much as he did in several books. Vernon Carstensen continued that focus. Richard White noted that Carstensen went beyond "farms and farming" and remained "endlessly fascinated by how the natural world responded to human attempts to control it and by the odd results those attempts sometimes yielded." 135 THE WORK OF MALIN, who emphasized the importance of writing history from the "bottom up," also underscores the Prairie Historians' attention to early forms of social history. 136 In keeping with a focus on frontier democracy, farming, and economic history, however, there was naturally a political and economic spine to the corpus of works produced by the Prairie Historians. Paxson said he "found the political framework, among other conventional frameworks, indispensible in telling a general story," as did Pease. 137 Hicks taught "American Social History" at Wisconsin and tried to squeeze out all mentions of "political and economic" factors, but agreed with Paxson that it was like "trying to nail jelly to the wall." Hicks said that "political and economic history weave together readily and provide an almost essential background for every other kind of history." Without them, a "reliable scheme of organization is hard to find." Hicks tried to organize the course around "cross sections of American life and thought," but thought this only worked if the "students already knew their political and economic history." 138 Despite these obstacles, the Prairie Historians were keen to examine social history, again following Turner, who first revolted against a history profession focused solely on the East, elites, and formal politics and diplomacy. 139 Michael Steiner calls Turner "perhaps our first self-conscious social historian." 140 Alvord, Pease, Buck, Pelzer, Paxson, Merk, Gates, Blegen, Buley, and Dick followed suit and all advocated and wrote social history. 141 Alvord called for a "real history" that went beyond governors' messages and treasury accountings and that exhibited a "far greater knowledge of the life of the people." 142 Pelzer was seen as "primarily a social historian" because he was "interested in people, in what they thought and did and how they lived" and focused on their "social customs and manners." 143 Blegen condemned the "arrogance" and narrowness of eliteoriented history, which "masked an ignorance of, and disinterest in, the actualities of the common life." 144 Everett Dick's books about the settlement of the prairie and plains were thick with the details of social history. 145 Carlyle Buley's massive twovolume treatment of early life in the Midwest, which won the The Prairie Historians brought to the study of history personal experiences, often on farms or in small towns in the Midwest, that shaped their views and provided a regionalist ethos that unified their work. In their revolt against eastern condescension and neglect, the Prairie Historians gave birth to an intellectual movement organized around the study of the democratic, economic, and social development of the Midwest that was supported by regional research institutions and scholarly journals. While maintaining scholarly norms, they also understood that by compensating for eastern historians' ignorance of the "great interior of North America" they could, as Libby said, generate histories from an "altogether different viewpoint." 147 In the course of their work, the Prairie Historians sought to maintain their movement's regional grounding. When deciding on meeting locations for the MVHA, they sought out "different points in the west" and were guided by the principle of "locality." 148 When seeking a new director for the Wisconsin Historical Society, they praised a candidate for completing research "in the Middle Western field," rejected one for his "lack of a western connection," and ruled out a southerner because of "his lack of experience with Middle Western mores and his lack of knowledge of Middle Western history." 149 They praised the University of Minnesota for providing fellowships for regional writers and the University of Minnesota Press for making a "place, and a large place, for books interpreting the Upper Midwest." 150 In a measure of the Prairie Historians' regional consciousness, Bogue rejected the idea of living in the urban East, and Hicks turned down an offer from Harvard because he said he "could never fit comfortably into an Eastern environment." 151 Some devotees of the midwestern cause resented Turner for "deserting the West" and moving to Harvard, but he insisted, "I am still a western man in all but my place of residence." 152 These commitments were part of the persisting belief that professors "should be spiritually attuned to the region" where they worked and should contribute to the "continued regionalism" within the American historical profession during the early twentieth century. 153 In subsequent decades younger generations of historians have moved in different directions, and the midwestern impulse in historical writing has lost the force it once enjoyed. In a move that symbolized that decline and the withering of regional attachments, in the 1960s the Prairie Historians' old organ, the MVHR, became the more general Journal of American History. 154 But even at this distant remove, the Prairie Historians deserve to be remembered for what they accomplished and for the trends they anticipated. When Carlyle Buley was researching an earlier group of midwestern historians, he noted that they had been "more or less forgotten, unknown to any except specialists in the field," but that they were "too important to be permitted to pass into oblivion." 155 So, too, are the Prairie Historians, who called attention to the Midwest, toiled to make the region's historical institutions functional and productive, wrote substantial histories of the region, won Pulitzer Prizes, and focused on our democratic heritage and prospects, points of emphasis that can help us all.
